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ABSTRACT

Recent advances in the understanding of the molecular
processes contributing to autophagy have provided
insight into the relationship between autophagy and
apoptosis. In contrast to the concept of “autophagic cell
death,” accumulating evidence suggests that autophagy
serves a largely cytoprotective role in physiologically
relevant conditions. The cytoprotective function of
autophagy is mediated in many circumstances by
negative modulation of apoptosis. Apoptotic signaling,
in turn, serves to inhibit autophagy. While the mechan-
isms mediating the complex counter-regulation of apop-
tosis and autophagy are not yet fully understood,
important points of crosstalk include the interactions
between Beclin-1 and Bcl-2/Bcl-xL and between FADD
and Atg5, caspase- and calpain-mediated cleavage of
autophagy-related proteins, and autophagic degradation
of caspases. Continued investigation of these and other
means of crosstalk between apoptosis and autophagy is
necessary to elucidate the mechanisms controlling the
balance between survival and death both under normal
conditions and in diseases including cancer.

KEYWORDS autophagy, apoptosis, Beclin-1, lympho-
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INTRODUCTION

Macroautophagy (hereafter referred to as autophagy) is a
catabolic process whereby cells degrade their own compo-
nents by enveloping them in double-membrane vesicles
referred to as autophagosomes and targeting them for
lysosomal degradation. Studies of autophagy in different
cell types and under different conditions have provided

conflicting results regarding the influence of autophagy on
cell death (reviewed by Debnath et al., 2005; Kroemer and
Levine, 2008).

Autophagy may be observed in dying cells, and many
studies have reported “autophagic cell death” in experimen-
tally manipulated cells or diseased cells undergoing exces-
sive levels of autophagy. For example, inhibition of the pro-
apoptotic protease caspase 8 results in cell death that is
associated with enhanced autophagy, and knocking down
autophagy-related genes appears to rescue the death of
these cells (Yu et al., 2004). Moreover, the increased
autophagic vacuole formation that occurs in Parkinson’s
disease has been attributed to an autophagic cell death
process (Anglade et al., 1997).

Despite these reports, autophagy has never been shown to
be the cause of death in mammalian cells under physiologically
relevant conditions, and many of the published reports of
autophagic cell death can be explained by the failure to properly
define autophagy and the misinterpretation of the assays
commonly used to measure autophagy (Kroemer and Levine,
2008). Instead, accumulating evidence points to a pro-survival
function for autophagy through the disposal of damaged
organelles, clearance of intracellular infections, or recycling of
nutrients to conserve energy under starvation conditions.

Though the term “autophagy” was first used to describe the
process by which cells digest organelles and recycle their
components in 1963, the molecular mechanisms that underlie
autophagy only began to be identified in the late 1990s
(Klionsky, 2007; Yang and Klionsky, 2010). The identification
of the proteins involved in the initiation and progression of
autophagy has begun to reveal the complex interactions
between the pathways controlling autophagy and those
regulating apoptosis, providing insight into the seemingly
opposing reports of autophagic cell death and pro-survival
functions for autophagy.
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Box 1. Extrinsic and intrinsic apoptosis

Apoptosis can be triggered by intrinsic signals such as
DNA damage or by extrinsic signals that engage death
receptors on the cell surface. Both pathways result in cell
death mediated by the activation of cysteine proteases
referred to as caspases; however, the upstream events
leading to caspase activation are distinct.

Intrinsic apoptosis, which requires the permeabilization
of the mitochondrial membrane, is closely regulated by
members of the Bcl-2 protein family. The pro-apoptotic Bcl-
2 family members Bax and Bak serve to permeabilize the
mitochondrial membrane, leading to the release of
cytochrome c, caspase activation, and cell death. This
pro-death function is opposed by the anti-apoptotic Bcl-2
family members Bcl-2, Bcl-x, and Mcl-1. A third group of
Bcl-2 proteins, referred to as BH3-only proteins, serves a
pro-apoptotic function; however, the precise mechanisms
by which these proteins contribute to apoptosis are not
clear. These proteins have been proposed to either bind
and inhibit the anti-apoptotic Bcl-2 family members or
directly interact with and enhance the activity of the pro-
apoptotic Bcl-2 family members.

Extrinsic apoptosis is initiated by the binding of a death
receptor, such as Fas, TNFR1, or TRAIL, to its ligand,
which results in the formation of the death-inducing
signaling complex (DISC). Adapter proteins (FADD
and/or TRADD) bind to the cytoplasmic tail of the death
receptor through DD-DD interactions and subsequently
recruit pro-caspase 8 to the DISC through DED-DED
interactions. Recruitment of pro-caspase 8 to the DISC
allows for its homodimerization and cleavage, resulting in
the release of active caspase 8, which cleaves down-
stream substrates, including effector caspases, leading to
DNA fragmentation and cell death.

Here we will review recent findings demonstrating the
crosstalk between apoptotic and autophagic signaling path-
ways and discuss the implications of these interactions on our
understanding of related diseases and therapeutic
strategies.

DISCOVERY OF Beclin-1 AS A Bcl-2-INTERACTING

PROTEIN AND AN INITIATOR OF AUTOPHAGY

Until the 1990s, autophagy was understood largely in
descriptive terms, as studies focused on morphological
analysis of cells undergoing autophagy. While these early
studies of mammalian cells delineated the steps of autopha-
gosome formation and lysosome fusion on a structural level,
the discovery of autophagy in yeast paved the way for genetic
studies that identified the genes involved in what was found to
be a highly conserved process. Through genetic screens of

autophagy-deficient yeast, the first autophagy gene, Atg1,
was identified in 1993 and cloned in 1997 (Tsukada and
Ohsumi, 1993; Matsuura et al., 1997).

Shortly thereafter, Beclin-1, the mammalian ortholog of the
yeast protein Atg6, was identified in a yeast two-hybrid screen
for interacting partners of Bcl-2, the prototypic member of the
Bcl-2 family of apoptosis-regulating proteins (Liang et al.,
1998). Bcl-2 family proteins share up to four Bcl-2 homology
(BH) domains and can be divided into three groups based on
the number of these domains and their pro- or anti-apoptotic
functions: multi-domain anti-apoptotic Bcl-2 family proteins
(Bcl-2, Bcl-xL, Bcl-w, A1, and Mcl-1), multi-domain pro-
apoptotic Bcl-2 family proteins (Bax, Bak, and Bok), and
pro-apoptotic Bcl-2 family members that contain only the BH3
domain, which are thus referred to as BH3-only proteins (Bim,
Bid, Bad, Bmf, Puma, Noxa, Bik, Hrk, and Mule). The multi-
domain pro-apoptotic Bcl-2 family members Bax and Bak
serve to permeabilize the mitochondrial outer membrane,
allowing for release of cytochrome c and subsequent caspase
activation, while the anti-apoptotic Bcl-2 family members
function to inhibit these pro-apoptotic proteins. Two models
have been proposed for the role of the BH3-only proteins in
this process. In one model, the BH3-only proteins are thought
to function as sensitizers by binding to anti-apoptotic Bcl-2
family members, thereby reversing their repression of the
multi-domain pro-apoptotic Bcl-2 proteins. In the second
model, the BH3-only proteins are suggested to directly
interact with the multi-domain pro-apoptotic proteins (Zhang
et al., 2005; Youle and Strasser, 2008).

In initial studies, Beclin-1 was shown to play a role in anti-
viral host defense and to function as a tumor suppressor
(Liang et al., 1998; Aita et al., 1999). A subsequent study
demonstrated that Beclin-1 was a functional ortholog of the
yeast autophagy protein Atg6 that functioned in the induction
of autophagy in mammalian cells (Liang et al., 1999). In this
study, expression of Beclin-1 was shown to restore autophagy
in both Atg6-deficient yeast and MCF7 breast cancer cells
(Liang et al., 1999). The reduced tumorigenicity of Beclin-1-
expressing MCF7 cells in nude mice further suggested that
the tumor suppressor function of Beclin-1 was mediated by its
ability to induce autophagy (Liang et al., 1999).

Further studies of the molecular mechanism by which
Beclin-1 initiates autophagy revealed that Atg6/Beclin-1
interacts with the class III phosphoinositide 3-kinase (PI3K)
Vps34 to initiate autophagosome formation both in yeast and
in mammalian cells (Kihara et al., 2001a, 2001b). This
function appears to be highly conserved, as Beclin-1 has
been shown to be required for the initiation of autophagy in
not only yeast and mammalian cells, but also plants,
Caenorhabditis elegans and Dictyostelium (Meléndez et al.,
2003; Martin and Baehrecke, 2004; Otto et al., 2004; Liu et al.,
2005). Further evidence for the conserved role of Beclin-1
was provided by data demonstrating that a highly conserved
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region of Beclin-1 is essential for binding to Vps34 and
initiating autophagy (Furuya et al., 2005).

Beclin-1 AT THE NEXUS OF AUTOPHAGY AND

APOPTOSIS

The initial discovery of Beclin-1 as a Bcl-2 binding partner
hinted that the Bcl-2-Beclin-1 complex may serve as a point of
crosstalk between the apoptotic and autophagic signaling
pathways. Indeed, later studies demonstrated that Beclin-1 is
a BH3-only protein that also interacts with Bcl-xL, Bcl-w, and
Mcl-1 but does not interact with the pro-death BH3-only
members of the Bcl-2 family (Feng et al., 2007; Oberstein et
al., 2007). Much like other BH3-only proteins, Beclin-1
interacts with Bcl-2, Bcl-xL, and Mcl-1 through its BH3
domain, and mutations in this domain or in the BH3 receptor
domain in anti-apoptotic Bcl-2 family members prevent this
interaction (Feng et al., 2007; Maiuri et al., 2007; Oberstein et
al., 2007).

Interestingly, this interaction inhibits Beclin-1-mediated
induction of autophagy in nutrient-sufficient conditions in a
location-dependent manner. Although Bcl-2, Bcl-xL, and Mcl-
1 are largely localized to the mitochondria, where they serve
to inhibit mitochondrial outer membrane permeabilization,
only endoplasmic reticulum (ER)-localized Bcl-2 family
members can inhibit starvation-induced autophagy (Pattingre
et al., 2005; Maiuri et al., 2007). While the reasons for the
subcellular localization-dependent ability of Bcl-2 family
members to inhibit the autophagic function of Beclin-1 remain
unclear, recent findings suggest the involvement of the novel
Bcl-2 binding partner nutrient-deprivation autophagy factor-1
(NAF-1), which appears to stabilize the Bcl-2-Beclin-1
interaction at the ER (Chang et al., 2010). Importantly,
knocking down NAF-1 resulted in disruption of the Bcl-2-
Beclin-1 interaction and induction of autophagy, further
demonstrating the inhibitory role of Bcl-2 family members in
Beclin-1-mediated autophagy (Chang et al., 2010).

During starvation or other stress conditions, however, Bcl-2
and Bcl-xL must be displaced from Beclin-1 to permit
autophagy (Pattingre et al., 2005; Wei et al., 2008). The
dissociation of this complex can be achieved through JNK-
mediated phosphorylation of Bcl-2, death-associated protein
kinase (DAPK)-mediated phosphorylation of Beclin-1, trans-
location of the nuclear protein high-mobility group box 1
(HMGB1) to the cytosol, or competition with other BH3-only
proteins for Bcl-2 binding (Luo and Rubinsztein, 2007; Maiuri
et al., 2007; Wei et al., 2008; Zalckvar et al., 2009a, 2009b;
Kang et al., 2010; Tang et al., 2010).

Nutrient deprivation results in the activation of the stress-
induced MAPK JNK, which phosphorylates three residues in
the regulatory loop of Bcl-2, disrupting its interaction with
Beclin-1 (Wei et al., 2008). This process is essential for the
induction of autophagy in nutrient-poor conditions, as cells

with either mutations in these phosphorylation sites or
deficiency in JNK fail to undergo starvation-induced autop-
hagy (Wei et al., 2008). Moreover, expression of constitutively
active JNK is sufficient to induce autophagy in nutrient-
sufficient conditions in cells expressing wild type Bcl-2 but not
in cells expressing a non-phosphorylatable Bcl-2 mutant (Wei
et al., 2008). Interestingly, JNK has also been implicated in
autophagy induction in response to ER stress, oxidative
stress, cancer drugs, and stimulation through the death
receptor Fas; however, whether JNK mediates phosphoryla-
tion of Bcl-2 in these circumstances has not been investigated
(Ogata et al., 2006; Zhang et al., 2008; Li et al., 2009; Wu et
al., 2009).

In addition to this stress-induced phosphorylation of Bcl-2
by JNK, dissociation of the Bcl-2/Bcl-xL-Beclin-1 complex and
subsequent induction of autophagy can be achieved by
DAPK-mediated phosphorylation of Beclin-1 on its BH3
domain (Zalckvar et al., 2009a, 2009b). Cells expressing a
mutant Beclin-1 that mimicked phosphorylation of Thr 119
within the BH3 domain displayed decreased Bcl-xL-Beclin-1
binding and enhanced autophagosome formation, whereas a
non-phosphorylatable Beclin-1 mutant displayed enhanced
Bcl-xL binding (Zalckvar et al., 2009b). DAPK, which
functions as a tumor suppressor, has been implicated in
both death receptor-mediated apoptosis and autophagic cell
death (Bialik and Kimchi, 2006); however, whether DAPK-
mediated dissociation of the Bcl-2/Bcl-xL-Beclin-1 complex
serves a pro-death or pro-survival function has not yet been
addressed. Thus, the enhanced autophagy observed in
DAPK-overexpressing cells may instead protect cells from
DAPK-mediated apoptosis.

An additional stress-related signal triggering the dissocia-
tion of the Bcl-2/Bcl-xL-Beclin-1 complex involves the
translocation of the damage-associated molecular pattern
(DAMP) protein HMGB-1 to the cytosol. HMGB-1 transloca-
tion has long been known to occur in response to stresses
including inflammation and oxidative stress; however, recent
studies have demonstrated that HMGB-1 translocation also
occurs in response to autophagic stimulus. Moreover,
translocated HMGB-1 displaces Bcl-2 by directly interacting
with Beclin-1, and decreased starvation-induced autophagy
was observed upon inhibition of HMGB-1 cytosolic transloca-
tion (Kang et al., 2010; Tang et al., 2010).

Furthermore, the Bcl-2-Beclin-1 complex can be disrupted
by pro-apoptotic BH3-only proteins. Both Bad and Bax can
disrupt the interaction between Bcl-2 and Beclin-1; however,
these proteins have opposite effects on Beclin-1-mediated
autophagy (Maiuri et al., 2007; Luo and Rubinsztein, 2010).
While Bad reverses the Bcl-2-mediated inhibition of autop-
hagy, overexpression of Bax instead reduces autophagy
(Maiuri et al., 2007; Luo and Rubinsztein, 2010). Although
these results seem to point to opposing functions for Bad and
Bax, the ability of Bax to inhibit autophagy may be related to
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its ability to stimulate degradation of Beclin-1 rather than its
ability to disrupt the Bcl-2-Beclin-1 complex (see next section
for detailed discussion) (Luo and Rubinsztein, 2010).

Intriguingly, while the Bcl-2/Bcl-xL-Beclin-1 interaction
inhibits Beclin-1-dependent autophagy, it does not affect the
anti-apoptotic function of Bcl-2 (Pattingre et al., 2005;
Ciechomska et al., 2009b). Several possible explanations
have been proposed to explain the lack of an effect of Bcl-2/
Bcl-xL-Beclin-1 binding on apoptosis, most of which involve
the relatively weak affinity of Bcl-2 for Beclin-1 in comparison
to its affinity for other BH3-only proteins; however, further
experiments are necessary to fully understand the function of
the Bcl-2/Bcl-xL-Beclin-1 interaction in apoptosis (Cie-
chomska et al., 2009a).

Although these findings overwhelmingly support a role for
Beclin-1 in linking autophagy and apoptosis, the Beclin-1/
Vps34 complex is not required for autophagy in all cell types.
For example, conflicting reports have raised questions
regarding the role of Beclin-1 in autophagy in T lymphocytes.
Beclin-1-deficient CD4+ T cells have been reported to lack

autophagy and undergo increased apoptosis; however, loss
of Beclin-1 in T cells does not completely abrogate LC3
punctae formation, suggesting that a Beclin-1-independent
autophagy pathway exists in T cells (Arsov et al., 2011;
Kovacs et al., 2011). Moreover, unlike Atg5-deficient T
lymphocytes, which fail to proliferate and display increased
cell death, Beclin-1-deficient T lymphocytes proliferate
normally (Pua et al., 2007; Arsov et al., 2011). Further
supporting the existence of a Beclin-1-independent autop-
hagy pathway, Vps34 is completely dispensable for
autophagy in T lymphocytes (McLeod et al., 2011). These
data demonstrate that the Beclin-1/Vps34 complex is not
universally required for autophagy in T cells; thus, whether
Beclin-1 serves as a bridge between apoptosis and autop-
hagy in these cells remains unclear.

APOPTOSIS TRIGGERS CLEAVAGE OF

AUTOPHAGY-RELATED PROTEINS

In addition to the ability of Bcl-2 family proteins to regulate

Figure 1. Release of Bcl-2/Bcl-xL-mediated repression of Beclin-1-induced autophagy through disruption of the Bcl-2/Bcl-

xL-Beclin-1 interaction. Under nutrient-sufficient conditions, Beclin-1 is bound by Bcl-2 or Bcl-xL, inhibiting its ability to initiate
autophagy. During starvation or other stress conditions, several mechanisms mediate the disruption of this interaction to allow
autophagy. These mechanisms include DAPK-mediated phosphorylation of the BH3 domain of Beclin-1, JNK-mediated

phosphorylation of the non-structured loop of Bcl-2, competition with Bad and Bax for Bcl-2/Bcl-xL binding, and binding of the
DAMP molecule HMGB-1 to Beclin-1.
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autophagy through direct interaction with Beclin-1, the
effector proteases of apoptosis have also been shown to
inhibit autophagy through cleavage of autophagy-related
proteins. The most well known of these proteases are the
cysteine-dependent aspartate-directed proteases (cas-
pases). Caspases can be divided into effector caspases,
which cleave diverse protein substrates to drive apoptosis,
and initiator caspases, which cleave effector caspases,
resulting in their activation, and cleave anti-apoptotic proteins,
resulting in their degradation or inactivation. In addition to
caspases, the calpain family of cysteine proteases, which
function in diverse processes including cell motility, cell
fusion, and cell cycle, also play a role in apoptotic and
necrotic cell death.

Enhanced caspase 3 activity was observed in Drosophila
salivary glands undergoing autophagy in 2004 (Martin and
Baehrecke, 2004); however, the first direct evidence that
apoptosis-associated proteases regulate the balance
between apoptosis and autophagy was published in 2006,
when Yousefi and colleagues detected calpain 1- and calpain
2-mediated cleavage of Atg5 in human neutrophils under-
going spontaneous apoptosis (Yousefi et al., 2006). An N-
terminal Atg5 cleavage product was detected in multiple cell
types and found to translocate to the mitochondria, where it
associated with Bcl-xL to induce cytochrome c release
(Yousefi et al., 2006). Furthermore, overexpression of this
N-terminal Atg5 cleavage product was sufficient to cause
nuclear condensation, demonstrating the ability of cleaved
Atg5 to directly induce apoptosis (Yousefi et al., 2006). In
contrast, the N-terminal cleavage product was not sufficient to
induce autophagy (Yousefi et al., 2006). Importantly, these
findings explain the ability of Atg5 overexpression to sensitize
tumor cells to apoptosis-inducing anti-cancer treatments such
as ceramide, etoposide, doxorubicin, and CD95 (Yousefi et
al., 2006). As overexpression of LC3 had no effect on
apoptosis, the enhanced sensitivity to apoptosis observed in
Atg5-overexpressing cells was due not to enhanced autop-
hagy, but solely to the pro-apoptotic function of the N-terminal
Atg5 fragment generated through calpain-mediated cleavage
(Yousefi et al., 2006).

Later studies further confirmed the role of autophagy-
related protein cleavage in linking apoptosis and autophagy
by demonstrating that similar to calpains, caspases also
cleaved autophagy proteins, including Beclin-1. Studies in
Drosophila demonstrated that the caspase ortholog Dcp-1
regulates autophagy both in cultured cells and in the
Drosophila ovary (Hou et al., 2008b, 2009). In mammalian
cells, both initiator and effector caspases have been shown to
cleave autophagy-related proteins. Similar to the calpain-
mediated cleavage of Atg5, Beclin-1 is cleaved by caspases
following either intrinsic or extrinsic apoptotic stimulation (Cho
et al., 2009; Luo and Rubinsztein, 2010; Norman et al., 2010;
Wirawan et al., 2010; Zhu et al., 2010; Li et al., 2011; Rohn et
al., 2011). The identity of the caspases involved in Beclin-1

cleavage may vary in different cell types or experimental
systems; caspases 3, 6, 9, and 10 have all been reported to
be involved (Cho et al., 2009; Luo and Rubinsztein, 2010;
Norman et al., 2010; Wirawan et al., 2010; Zhu et al., 2010; Li
et al., 2011; Rohn et al., 2011).

Unlike Atg5, however, overexpression of full-length Beclin-
1 stimulates high levels of autophagy while inhibiting
apoptosis, and siRNA knockdown of Beclin-1 in Hela cells
resulted in increased sensitivity to tumor necrosis factor-
related apoptosis-inducing ligand (TRAIL)-induced cell death
(Cho et al., 2009). The results of several recent studies
suggest that the balance between cleaved and full-length
Beclin-1 is reflected in the balance between apoptotic and
autophagic cell fates. Only full-length Beclin-1 can induce
autophagy, as in cells ectopically expressing a C-terminal
Beclin-1 cleavage product, both growth factor withdrawal and
staurosporine treatment instead resulted in enhanced apop-
tosis (Cho et al., 2009; Wirawan et al., 2010; Zhu et al., 2010).
This pro-apoptotic effect appears to be directly mediated by
cleaved Beclin-1, as a C-terminal cleavage product of Beclin-
1 translocated to the mitochondria and induced the release of
cytochrome c (Wirawan et al., 2010).

While these results clearly demonstrate a role for caspase-
mediated Beclin-1 cleavage in the induction of apoptosis,
some degree of Beclin-1 cleavage may also be required for
autophagy, as Hela cells expressing non-cleavable Beclin-1
mutants failed to upregulate autophagosome formation upon
starvation (Zhu et al., 2010). Furthermore, expression of non-
cleavable Beclin-1 failed to restore autophagosome formation
or inhibit cell death in cells expressing shRNA specific for
Beclin-1 (Zhu et al., 2010). In contrast, expression of non-
cleavable Beclin-1 did rescue the decreased autophagy
observed in cells overexpressing Bax, suggesting that a
fine balance between cleaved and full-length Beclin-1 is
required to maintain the balance between apoptosis and
autophagy (Luo and Rubinsztein, 2010). Moreover, cleavage
of Beclin-1 disrupts its interaction with Bcl-2; the C-terminal
Beclin-1 cleavage product maintains a weak interaction with
Bcl-2, while the interaction between Bcl-2 and the N-terminal
cleavage product is completely lost (Zhu et al., 2010).
Expression of the N-terminal cleavage product but not the
C-terminal cleavage product partially restored autophago-
some formation in Beclin-1 shRNA-expressing cells, suggest-
ing that the caspase-mediated disruption of the Beclin-1-Bcl-2
complex may serve to promote autophagy (Zhu et al., 2010).

Similarly, caspase 3-mediated cleavage of the autophagy-
related endopeptidase Atg4D was observed in Hela and A431
cells treated with staurosporine (Betin and Lane, 2009). The
cleaved form of Atg4D was further shown to cleave and
delipidate GABARAP-L1, resulting in decreased numbers of
GABARAP-L1 punctae but not LC3 punctae (Betin and Lane,
2009). Interestingly, Atg4D was shown to localize to the
mitochondria before cell death regardless of its cleavage
status in a subset of staurosporine-treated cells; however, the
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implications of Atg4D mitochondrial localization remain
unclear, as apoptosis occurred in staurosporine-treated
cells in which Atg4D was not observed at the mitochondria
(Betin and Lane, 2009).

Together, these findings suggest a common process
whereby autophagy-related proteins are cleaved by apopto-
sis-related proteases, resulting in a shift in the balance
between autophagy and apoptosis. The ability of at least
some of these cleaved proteins to directly mediate apoptotic
functions, such as the release of mitochondrial cytochrome c,
demonstrates the complex interactions underlying this bal-
ance. Further studies of the effects of proteolytic modification
of autophagy-related proteins will not only provide additional
insight into the regulation of autophagy by pro-apoptotic
stimuli but also identify novel pro-apoptotic functions of
modified autophagy-related proteins.

CROSSTALK BETWEEN THE EXTRINSIC

APOPTOTIC PATHWAY AND AUTOPHAGY

In addition to the ability of caspases and calpains to regulate

autophagy, recent studies have suggested a link between the
upstream signals that induce apoptosis through the extrinsic
pathway. Extrinsic apoptosis is initiated by the binding of
death receptors to their cognate ligands, which results in the
formation of a death-inducing signaling complex (DISC)
nucleated by the adapter protein Fas-associated protein
with death domain (FADD) and including the initiator caspase
pro-caspase 8. Recruitment to the DISC results in cleavage of
pro-caspase 8 and release of active caspase 8, which
subsequently cleaves and activates downstream targets,
including effector caspases. The DISC may also contain one
or both isoforms of cellular FLICE-like inhibitory protein (c-
FLIP), which depending upon the context, can serve to either
inhibit or enhance caspase 8 activation (Thome and Tschopp,
2001; Wilson et al., 2009).

In addition to these well-defined roles in extrinsic apopto-
sis, studies of cells with inactivated caspase 8 or defective
FADD-pro-caspase 8 interactions have suggested that the
key components of the DISC also modulate autophagy.
Inhibition of or deficiency in caspase 8 results in excessive
autophagy in fibroblasts, macrophages, and Tcells (Yu et al.,

Figure 2. Mechanisms mediating the mutual negative regulation of autophagy and apoptosis. Beclin-1 is required for
autophagosome initiation and autophagosome closure, while Atg5 is required for autophagosome elongation. The autophagic

functions of both of these proteins are negatively regulated by apoptotic signaling. Beclin-1 is cleaved by caspases, and Atg5 is
cleaved by calpain-1 and calpain-2. These cleavage events serve not only to inhibit autophagy, but also to enhance apoptosis, as a
C-terminal Beclin-1 cleavage product (CT) and an N-terminal Atg5 cleavage product (NT) are each targeted to the mitochondria,

where they directly induce the release of cytochrome c. Full-length Beclin-1 and Atg5 oppose this process by mediating the
autophagic degradation of active caspase 8.
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2004; Bell et al., 2008). Similarly, expression of a FADD
mutant (FADD-DD) that contains the death domain (DD),
which allows it to be recruited to the DISC, but not the death
effector domain (DED), which mediates its interaction with
pro-caspase 8 and c-FLIP, inhibits death receptor-induced
apoptosis and induces excess levels of autophagy in
epithelial cells and T cells (Thorburn et al., 2005; Bell et al.,
2008).

Moreover, Atg5 has been shown to interact with FADD
through its DD; however, FADD deficiency does not affect
autophagosome formation (Pyo et al., 2005). Instead, the loss
of FADD rescued the increased caspase-dependent cell
death observed upon overexpression of Atg5, suggesting that
the Atg5-FADD interaction may serve to regulate apoptosis
rather than autophagy (Pyo et al., 2005).

Further evidence for crosstalk between the extrinsic
apoptotic pathway and autophagy was provided by the
identification of Kaposi’s sarcoma-associated herpesvirus
(KSHV)-associated viral FLICE-like inhibitory protein (v-FLIP)
in a screen for viral proteins that inhibit autophagy (Lee et al.,
2009). Similar to c-FLIP, v-FLIP inhibits death receptor-
mediated apoptosis by preventing pro-caspase 8 cleavage.

Overexpression of KSHV v-FLIP, HVS v-FLIP, MCV 159L
v-FLIP, c-FLIPS, and c-FLIPL inhibited starvation- and
rapamycin-induced autophagy, and siRNA-mediated knock-
down of c-FLIP resulted in enhanced autophagy in response
to rapamycin (Lee et al., 2009). This anti-autophagic function
was independent of the anti-apoptotic and cellular activation
functions of FLIP, as mutant v-FLIP constructs lacking the
ability to bind FADD or TRAF2 or to activate NF-κB retained
the ability to inhibit autophagy (Lee et al., 2009). Both c-FLIP
and v-FLIP were shown to interact with Atg3, in turn
preventing its interaction with LC3 and the induction of
autophagy (Lee et al., 2009). Moreover, mutations in v-FLIP
that prevented its interaction with Atg3 abolished its ability to
inhibit autophagy (Lee et al., 2009). Interestingly, this
interaction was inhibited by pro-autophagic stimuli such as
starvation and rapamycin treatment, suggesting that a fine
balance between c-FLIP and Atg3 expression levels may
mediate cell fate decisions (Lee et al., 2009).

In each of these studies, the excess autophagy observed in
cells with inhibited extrinsic apoptotic pathways was asso-
ciated with increased cell death (Yu et al., 2004; Pyo et al.,
2005; Bell et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2009); however, there is little
evidence to suggest that autophagy is the direct cause of
death of these cells. Although data demonstrating that Atg5 is
required for both autophagosome formation and cell death in
response to IFN-γ stimulation are convincing, the finding that
an N-terminal calpain cleavage product of Atg5 can directly
induce apoptosis raises an alternate explanation in which
Atg5-mediated promotion of cell death may be independent of
its autophagic function (Pyo et al., 2005; Yousefi et al., 2006).

Moreover, while the components of the DISC cooperate to
regulate apoptosis, these findings suggest that these proteins
may have separate roles in the regulation of autophagy. The
enhanced autophagy observed in cells expressing FADD-DD
appears to be due solely to the inability of FADD-DD to bind
pro-caspase 8, as v-FLIP inhibited autophagy regardless of
its ability to bind FADD (Thorburn et al., 2005; Bell et al., 2008;
Lee et al., 2009). Thus, it appears that pro-caspase 8 must be
recruited to the DISC to inhibit autophagy; considering the
role of downstream caspases in the cleavage of autophagy-
related proteins, caspase 8 activation may also be required.
In contrast, c-FLIP (and v-FLIP) appear to play a DISC-
independent role in the inhibition of autophagy; however,
additional imaging studies will be necessary to determine the
localization of c-FLIP during its interaction with Atg3.

AUTOPHAGIC DEGRADATION OF APOPTOTIC

PROTEINS: IMPLICATIONS FOR CANCER

TREATMENT

While many studies have focused on the modulation of
autophagy by apoptotic signaling pathways, it is also clear
that autophagy modulates apoptosis. In particular, several
studies have demonstrated that autophagy inhibits apoptosis

Figure 3. Crosstalk between the extrinsic apoptotic and
autophagic pathways. Binding of a death receptor to its ligand

results in the recruitment of pro-caspase 8 to the DISC through
its interaction with the adapter protein FADD. Pro-caspase 8
cleavage results in the relase of active caspase 8, which

mediates apoptosis and inhibits autophagy through an unknown
mechanism. The caspase 8 inhibitory proteins c-FLIP and v-
FLIP interact with Atg3, thereby preventing interaction between

Atg3 and LC3 and inhibiting autophagy. The FLIP/Atg3 interac-
tion is inhibited by starvation, allowing autophagy to proceed.
Similarly, FADD directly interacts with Atg5; however, this

interaction appears to inhibit apoptosis rather than autophagy.
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through the degradation of pro-apoptotic proteins including
caspases. That autophagy and apoptosis play opposing roles
in cancer cells was suggested by the findings that inhibition of
autophagy by 3MA and/or chloroquine sensitized apoptosis-
resistant tumor cells to cancer treatment in chronic myelo-
genous leukemia (CML) cell lines, primary CML, and a mouse
model of lymphoma (Amaravadi et al., 2007; Carew et al.,
2007).

Recent studies have addressed the role of autophagy in the
resistance of tumor cells to the pro-apoptotic effects of TRAIL
(Han et al., 2008; Hou et al., 2008a, 2010). Much attention has
been focused on the use of TRAIL as a cancer therapeutic, as
unlike most TNF superfamily members, its pro-apoptotic
effects are largely specific to tumor cells (French and Tschopp,
1999; Walczak et al., 1999); however, the efficacy of TRAIL
treatment has been hampered by the development of TRAIL
resistance in many tumors (Bhojani et al., 2003). Interestingly,
recent findings suggest that the failure of TRAIL to kill resistant
tumor cells may be due at least in part to the cytoprotective
effects of autophagy, as Hct116 colon carcinoma cells
overexpressing c-FLIP, which are resistant to TRAIL-mediated
apoptosis, display enhanced expression of Beclin-1 and
increased autophagosome formation upon stimulation through
either TRAILRs or Fas (Han et al., 2008). Moreover, inhibition
of autophagy in c-FLIP-overexpressing or Bax-deficient
Hct116 cells or in naturally TRAIL-resistant tumor cells
rendered them sensitive to TRAIL-mediated killing (Han et
al., 2008; Hou et al., 2008a).

Additional evidence for the cytoprotective role of autop-
hagy in tumor cells is provided by the finding that over-
expression of Beclin-1 in Hela cells reduces TRAIL-mediated
death (Cho et al., 2009). The susceptibility of untransfected
Hela cells to TRAIL can be attributed to their failure to induce
autophagy upon TRAIL stimulation, as caspase-mediated
cleavage of Beclin-1 prevents the induction of LC3 punctae in
TRAIL-stimulated cells (Cho et al., 2009).

Further study of the mechanisms by which autophagy
prevents TRAIL-mediated death in tumor cells revealed that
upon proteolytic activation of pro-caspase 8 in apoptosis-
resistant tumor cells, active caspase 8 was targeted to
autophagosomes and subsequently degraded in lysosomes,
preventing activation of downstream apoptotic effectors (Hou
et al., 2010). Thus, apoptosis and autophagy each serve as a
check on the other, as autophagy targets caspases for
degradation, and caspases cleave autophagy-related pro-
teins. Whether other apoptotic proteases that cleave autop-
hagic proteins, such as calpains, can also be targeted for
autophagic degradation remains unknown.

Importantly, these findings may explain the specificity of
TRAIL-mediated apoptosis for tumor cells, as a similar
cytoprotective autophagic response to TRAIL treatment was
observed in untransformed breast epithelial cells (Herrero-
Martín et al., 2009). In these cells, TRAIL-induced autophagy
is triggered by the transforming growth factor-β-activating

kinase 1-dependent AMP-activated protein kinase (AMPK)-
mediated phosphorylation of mammalian target of rapamycin
complex 1 (mTORC1) (Herrero-Martín et al., 2009). Both
AMPK and TAK-1 are ubiquitously expressed and involved in
cellular metabolism; however, whether they function in
autophagy in TRAIL-resistant tumor cells is not known.

Importantly, the use of autophagy by tumor cells to subvert
apoptosis is not limited to TRAIL, as similar cytoprotective
autophagic responses were observed in lung cancer cells
treated with the epidermal growth factor receptor tyrosine
kinase inhibitors gefitinib and erlotinib, in colon cancer cells
treated with the COX-2 inhibitor celecoxib, and in gastric
cancer cells treated with the chemopreventive quercetin;
however, whether this protection from apoptosis is the result
of autophagic degradation of caspases remains unclear
(Huang and Sinicrope, 2010; Han et al., 2011; Wang et al.,
2011).

Together, these findings not only elucidate the mechanisms
by which autophagy opposes apoptosis in tumor cells, but
also suggest the potential utility—and potential danger—of
combination cancer therapies targeting both apoptosis and
autophagy. Further studies of the pathways involved in
cytoprotective autophagy in TRAIL-resistant tumor cells and
in normal, untransformed cells will provide insight into
common and unique events that lead to autophagy in
response to TRAIL, potentially allowing the development of
combination therapies that target autophagic pathways in
TRAIL-resistant tumors but not in normal cells.

CONCLUSION

Although a relationship between autophagy and cell death
has long been suggested, the identification of the molecular
players involved in both apoptosis and autophagy has
resulted in an explosion of data defining the interactions
between these pathways. Interestingly, in contrast to the initial
descriptions of “autophagic cell death,” accumulating evi-
dence points to antagonistic roles for apoptosis and
autophagy. While much remains to be learned about the
extensive crosstalk between these two pathways, recent and
ongoing research has provided insight into the physiologic
roles of these processes. Continued progress in this field will
be critical in developing new cancer therapies and improving
those already in use.

ABBREVIATIONS

AMPK, AMP-activated protein kinase; DAMP, damage-associated

molecular pattern protein; DAPK, death-associated protein kinase;
DD, death domain; DED, death effector domain; DISC, death-
inducing signaling complex; FADD, Fas-associated protein with

death domain; HMGB1, high-mobility group box 1; KSHV, Kaposi’s
sarcoma-associated herpesvirus; TRAIL, tumor necrosis factor-
related apoptosis-inducing ligand; v-FLIP, viral FLICE-like inhibitory
protein
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